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EXHIBITION REVIEW
A Growing Enquiry – Art & Agriculture, Reconciling Values, Gallagher Gallery, Royal
Hibernan Academy, Dublin, Ireland, 18 February – 24 April 2022.
https://rhagallery.ie/events/exhibitions/a-growing-enquiry/

On entering ‘A Growing Enquiry – Art & Agriculture, Reconciling Values,’ the Royal
Hibernian Academy’s recent group exhibition, the first thing I encountered was a
second-hand fertiliser spreader. Evoking the visual language of Minimalism, the
industrial materials and geometric forms of this piece of farm machinery sat
comfortably in the gallery space. And yet, the fertiliser spreader would soon return to
its working function. Purchased by artist and farmer Miriam O’Connor with funds
designated for the exhibition, The Fertiliser Spreader (2021-2022) situates farming
work as artistic work, playfully interrogating the slippages between these two worlds.

Figure 1: Miriam O’Connor, The Fertiliser Spreader, 2021-2022, installation view. Photograph: Ros Kavanagh.
Courtesy: The Royal Hibernian Academy.

A ‘Growing Enquiry,’ which featured contributions from O’Connor, Laura Fitzgerald,
Orla Barry, Katie Watchorn, Jane Locke, Maria McKinney and Anna Rackard,
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explored how questions concerning labour, skill, and value are reconciled through art
and agriculture. That these seemingly disparate fields were united for this exhibition
was both intriguing and necessary. Indeed, there is significant overlap between the
labour of an artist and that of a farmer, each subject to an unpredictable market and
arbitrary conceptions of value. Further, both are professions where the contribution of
women has historically been overlooked. Whilst exploring these clear parallels between
art and agriculture, the exhibition also hinted at how these disciplines might enrich
one another. In other words, how might reconciling these two worlds, bringing the
rural into the realm of culture, allow us to explore pathways for living otherwise?
The visual arts have historically contributed towards an idyllic vision of rurality; the
pastoral tradition rarely reflecting the daily toil of agricultural labour. Several of the
contributing artists seemed to challenge this mythology, drawing attention to the
harsher realities of farming practice. Anna Rackard’s Farmers series (2005) considers
the contribution of the various women who shape rural life, whether they be farm
proprietors, partners, or family members. Rackard has noted that the purpose of this
project was not to compile a series of archetypal “women farmers,” but to make evident
the work obscured by deeply gendered notions of visibility, agency, and inheritance.
Rackard’s portraits capture these women in their working environment, bearing
witness to the complexities of their existence without sentimentality. Standing
comfortably in their working uniforms, often shadowed by a canine companion, they
assertively meet the camera’s gaze; enjoining us to recognise their labour and
experience.

Figure 2: ‘A Growing Enquiry – Art & Agriculture, Reconciling Values,’ works by Anna Rackard; Maria McKinney;
Anna Rackard; Katie Watchorn (left to right), installation view. Photograph: Ros Kavanagh. Courtesy: The Royal
Hibernian Academy.
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Forming a productive contrast with Rackard’s documentary approach, Laura
Fitzgerald’s work shone an absurdist lens on the vicissitudes of everyday rural life.
Precise drawings in coloured Sharpie pen, accompanied by witty inscriptions, revel in
the small delights and quirks of the artist’s surroundings. Fitzgerald’s meticulous
attention to detail suggests a sense of intimacy: A desire to dwell upon the vagaries of
a landscape, aided by what she describes as the medium of “sweet precious time.”
Viewed together, Fitzgerald and Rackard’s work formed a multi-faceted picture of
rural subjectivity, drawing attention to the strenuous nature of agricultural work, as
well as its everyday pleasures and idiosyncrasies.

Figure 3: Selected works by Laura Fitzgerald. Photograph: Ros Kavanagh. Courtesy: The Royal Hibernian Academy.

Miriam O’Connor’s work often draws from her lived experience as a farmer, having
co-run her family farm in Macroom, County Cork since 2013. Much like The Fertiliser
Spreader O’Connor herself also navigates between art and farming practice. The
condition report accompanying her contribution indexes these dual aspects of
O’Connor’s working life, tracking the machine’s activities through different
environments and recognising the processes of care inherent in each. Katie
Watchhorn’s contribution similarly re-purposed utilitarian objects from her family’s
creamery, creating haunting tableaux that conjured the visceral nature of rural life.
Combining industrial materials with biological substances such as beef fat and suede,
sculptures such as Field Surrogate No. 2 (2021) evoked the atmosphere of a homestead
through their somatic properties. Watchorn’s juxtaposition of the machinic and the
organic, the enduring and the entropic, was suggestive of the overlapping timescales
according to which farming operates. Yearly cycles of growth and decay overlapping
with decades of heritage and skill passed from one generation to the next. In both
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contributions, an appreciation for the material dimension of agricultural work came
to the fore.

Figure 4: Selected works by Katie Watchorn. Photograph: Ros Kavanagh. Courtesy: The Royal
Hibernian Academy.

In a similar manner to Watchorn’s sculptures, the visceral nature of Orla Barry’s work
was suggestive of the somatic bonds intrinsic to rural life. Drawing from her experience
as a sheep farmer, Barry has evocatively described her practice as a kind of “barefoot
anthropology.” In perhaps the most affecting work in the exhibition, clippings from
Barry’s first sheep, Elsey, were accompanied by an anecdote detailing the bond between
farmer and her little lamb. Barry’s text invoked Elsey’s tenacious character, imbuing
the two piles of her rough brown wool with a presence that outweighed their
diminutive scale. Next to Elsey’s clippings lay another, much larger mound of unsold
Seafield wool from 2020 and 2021. Secreting a potent lanolin aroma, the weighty
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presence of this installation evinced the harder aspects of Barry’s trade. As one of the
earliest forms of barter, sheep have long occupied a central position in economic
exchange: A status that is currently under threat. Details of an industry in flux were
shared in The Wool Maker’s Calculator and the Curator’s Jumper (2022). The wool
maker in question is John Cohran, whose family has bought and sold wool since 1837.
In a transcribed interview with Barry, Cohran described how the value of this once
precious commodity has plummeted in recent years. Poignantly, this conversation was
printed on an enlarged vinyl photograph of a treasured Aran jumper knitted by curator
Patrick T. Murphy’s grandmother. The juxtaposition of Cohran’s words with the
evidence of care, memory, and tradition woven into this jumper’s history signals the
capricious nature of market-driven consumption patterns. How is it, Barry asked, that
a product once valued as “white gold” comes to be treated like “dirt to be disposed of?”

Figure 5: Selected works by Orla Barry. Photograph: Ros Kavanagh. Courtesy: The Royal Hibernian Academy.

The value systems that drive agricultural production, both past and present, were also
referenced in Maria McKinney and Jane Locke’s contributions. Delving into the
histories and traditions of agrarian communities, McKinney’s recent work has focused
on human-bovine interactions. Informed by substantial ethnographic research, her
practice explores how interactions between the human and more-than-human
influence local modes of production. In Totem Yokes (2021) a selection of wearable
sculptures referenced the ancient framing practices of six farms in Wexford, whilst
Drumgold Embryo Transfer (2020) locates the roots of modern insemination methods
in pre-Christian harvest rituals. Providing a speculative outlook on the future of
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farming, Locke’s ConsumerFarmer (2022) transported viewers to the year 2123, where
food security has become a matter of individual responsibility, and the gap between
consumer and farmer has collapsed. Under a domestic-scale biodome – a nod to
Buckminster Fuller’s geodesic structures – viewers were presented with a variety of
crops suited to urban cultivation. The language used in the accompanying
ConsumerFarmer catalogue describes these structures in terms of efficiency, economy,
and independence; recalling the frontier spirit associated with Fuller’s designs. Shifting
from a communitarian to an individualist means of organising resources, the
juxtaposition between McKinney and Locke’s work again underscored the wider
economic and ecological forces shaping the status and purpose of agriculture.

Figure 6: Selected works by Maria McKinney. Photograph: Ros Kavanagh. Courtesy: The Royal Hibernian
Academy.
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Figure 7: Jane Locke, ConsumerFarmer, 2022, installation view. Photograph: Ros Kavanagh. Courtesy: The Royal
Hibernian Academy.

The exhibition was accompanied by Feeder (2022), an adjoining installation curated
by artist Deirdre O’Mahony. For more than twenty years, O’Mahony’s work has
investigated the political ecology of rural communities. Public engagement has played
a central role in the artist’s practice, as evidenced in previous projects such as SPUD
(2009-2019). At the RHA, O’Mahony generously opened her impressive collection of
books and pamphlets to members of the public. Ranging from philosophy to art
history, ecology, agricultural policy, economic history, and gastronomy, this interdisciplinary library draws attention to the limits of specialisation at a time of ecological
crisis. Housed in open containers resembling feeding troughs, under low-hanging
lights modelled after incubator lamps, O’Mahony’s library functioned as a fertile
environment for learning, discussion, and potential action. Providing visitors with a
means to engage in such processes, O’Mahony encouraged a mode of civic
participation vital in an age of ecological breakdown.
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Figure 8: Deirdre O’Mahony, Feeder, 2022, installation view. Photograph: Ros Kavanagh. Courtesy: The Royal
Hibernian Academy.

In this respect, the choice of agriculture as theme – rather than a perhaps more
conventional concept such as landscape – was notable, locating the exhibition within
a decidedly socio-economic frame of reference. Given that food and its production are
fundamental to planetary survival, agriculture has unsurprisingly formed the basis of
several recent arts initiatives centred on the ecological crisis. In this context, food acts
as a vector to explore a web of relations in which the viewer is inevitably embedded,
compelling them to question how their choices play into wider economic and
ecological systems. In Ireland, the agricultural sector occupies an especially prominent
position in environmental policy, eliciting impassioned responses from all sides.
Accounting for over a third of greenhouse gas emissions, a figure significantly above
the European average, the industry has come under increased pressure to respond to
the urgency of the ecological crisis. And yet, a recent report published by the
Environmental Protection Agency demonstrates that the sector’s emissions continue
to grow, largely due to an increase in the national herd and the widespread use of
chemical fertilisers. Further, at the time of writing, the need to implement substantial
carbon reduction measures has resulted in political impasse. Debate on this subject
rightly tends to focus on the activities of intensive agriculture, which is responsible for
the overwhelming majority of sectoral emissions. However, in this constant push and
pull, not only are the voices of many smaller farmers overwhelmed, but the possibility
of positive engagement is rendered almost impossible.
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Thinking in retrospect, the most compelling aspect of ‘A Growing Enquiry’ was how
it offered a route into often overlooked or misrepresented rural experiences. In this
respect, the exhibition undoubtedly benefitted from the fact that several of the
contributors come from a farming background. Clearly, agrarian communities are
built on a culture of customs, memories, and traditions directed towards preserving
their environment for future generations. This unique relationship to land means that
the Irish farmer has traditionally acted as custodian of the environment; their work
inextricably bound to more-than-human life-worlds. Through diverse means, these
artists not only offered a riposte to the monoculture of intensive agriculture but also
suggested that farming is itself an art of cultivation and of care that offers valuable
lessons for our relationship to land and resources. As a whole, the exhibition not only
fulfilled a diagnostic function, conjuring a range of questions with important
implications for production, consumption, and systems of value, but held space for the
more visceral bonds that shape rural life. For me, this raised a series of questions with
considerable implications: How might giving agency to local narratives lead to a more
nuanced understanding of rural ecologies? How do beliefs surrounding farming
practice influence our relationship with our more-than-human companions? And
finally, how might these voices help shape the capacious epistemologies required to
sustain communities for generations to come? Perhaps it by providing an outlet to
explore these vital questions that the visual arts can help us to reconcile the values
needed to build more liveable futures.
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